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ABSTRACT
NATALIE NICOLE HOPPER: Gifts and Curses: Prometheus’ Theft of Fire in the Works
of Percy Shelley, Mary Shelley, and Lord Byron
(Under the direction of Professor Ronald Schroeder)

The myth of Prometheus and his theft of fire is a popular theme in Romantic
literature; however, each Romantic author has a different story to tell about the ancient
Titan. This thesis examines three Romantic authors and their distinct approaches to the
Promethean myth. Percy Shelley portrays Prometheus as a hero worthy of adoration,
Mary Shelley depicts him as inconsiderate and power hungry, and Lord Byron paints the
picture of a noble—yet troubled—figure. The diverse ideologies and personal
experiences of these three writers cause them to view the motives and consequences of
Prometheus in drastically different lights.
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Introduction

The summer of 1816 was a monumental time for Romantic literature and the
literary world in general. It marked the meeting of three of the most significant minds of
the age: Percy Bysshe Shelley, Mary Wollstonecraft Godwin, and George Gordon, Lord
Byron. Percy Shelley and Mary Wollstonecraft Godwin—who were in the final stages
of their lengthy courtship, despite Shelley’s marriage to Harriet Westbrook—met as a
result of Percy’s intense admiration for the work of Mary’s father, William Godwin. A
few months after meeting Percy, Mary’s father sent her to live in Scotland for almost a
year. She returned in March of 1814 to find that Percy Shelley still frequented her
father’s home. During the next few months the couple fell in love. In May of 1816 they
fled England with Mary’s stepsister Claire Clairmont. The trio traveled to Lake Geneva,
where they met the father of Claire’s unborn child, the notorious poet. Lord Byron. A
failed marriage, rumors of a romantic relationship with his half-sister, mounting debt,
and unfavorable publicity in the British newspapers had driven Byron to self-imposed
exile from England a month earlier. By the summer of 1816 Byron had put an end to his
relationship with Claire, but she had recently discovered that she was pregnant and
needed to inform him of his child—perhaps with hopes of rekindling their failed
romance.
Although Percy Shelley and George Gordon Byron had never met before, their
political, social, and poetical views were dramatically similar. They did not always
agree about the affairs of one another’s personal lives, but each poet respected the talent
and opinions of the others. This mutual admiration created a friendship that extended to
Mai7, as well. As a result, the three writers gained inspiration, motivation, and valuable

insight from one another. The summer of 1816 was fruitful for all three writers. Percy
Shelley wrote the poems “Mount Blanc” and “Hymn to Intellectual Beauty,” (soon-tobe) Mary Shelley began writing Frankenstein: or The Modern Prometheus, and Byron
composed Canto III of Childe Harold's Pilgrimage along with several short poems,
including “Prometheus.”
Lord Byron, Percy Shelley, and Mary Shelley are not the only English Romantic
authors to leave a distinctive mark on subsequent eras. Although the effects of their
influence on other writers cannot be precisely determined, the effect they had on one
another is evident. Through their lives and works, their friendships and disagreements,
each one extensively influenced the others. One character that is present in the works of
all three authors is the Promethean hero. The figure of tlie Greek Titan Prometheus was
the champion of the Romantic cause, representing humankind’s fight against the
oppressive and tyrannical spirit of the established order. While Percy Shelley, Mary
Shelley, and Lord Byron all used the same hero in their writings, Prometheus’
characteristics in each of their works are as individual and distinctive as the poets
themselves. Percy Shelley’s representation of the hero is idealistic and focuses almost
exclusively on Prometheus’ good intentions instead of the consequences of his actions.
Mary Shelley’s story of Prometheus, however, takes an oppositional view and
concentrates on the ill effects of his unbridled ambition. Although Byron, like Percy
Shelley, admires Prometheus, he is sensitive to the complexities and ambiguities of the
myth, and has the most balanced approach to the Titan.
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Chapter One
Percy Shelley’s Champion of Humankind

Of the three companions, Percy Shelley was the least productive during the
summer of 1816—in the physical sense, at least. He was also the only one of the three
not to write something directly related to the mythological character of Prometheus
during that time. He did, however, read Aeschylus’ Prometheus Bound over the course
of the summer and compose the poems “Mont Blanc” and “Hymn to Intellectual
Beauty.” It was not until 1818 that he began composing Prometheus Unbound. Percy
Shelley gives a new twist to an ancient myth in his lyrical drama. In his preface he
explains why the changes he made were necessary:
[The Greek tragic writers] by no means conceived themselves bound to
adhere to the common interpretation or to imitate in story as in title their
rivals and predecessors.. .1 have presumed to employ a similar license.
The Prometheus Unbound of Aeschylus supposed the reconciliation of
Jupiter with his victim...But, in truth, I was averse from a catastrophe so
feeble as that of reconciling the Champion with the Oppressor of
mankind...The moral interest of the fable ...would be annihilated if we
could conceive of him unsaying his high language and quailing before
his successful and perfidious adversary.(981)
This refusal to reconcile Prometheus and Jupiter is not the only aspect of Shelley’s
writing that sets it apart from the preexisting tales of the Titan: his presentation of
Prometheus as the Champion of mankind differs greatly from his predecessors'
opinions of Prometheus, for the Greek tragedians do not celebrate Prometheus as Percy
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Shelley does. While Prometheus’ desires to help mankind are enough to make him a
hero in the eyes of Shelley, the ancients held to the opinion that “the Titan’s
benevolence toward humanity was hardly sufficient recompense for the alienation of
man from heaven that he had brought about”(Bloom 2-3). The ancient writers were
sympathetic to Prometheus because of his attempts to assist humankind, but they
viewed and portrayed him as “spiritually reprehensible” for acting in ways that brought
about even more disaster(Bloom 2). Until the Romantic writers, Prometheus’ good
intentions were not enough to separate his character from the catastrophic consequences
of his actions.
While Prometheus had previously been portrayed in a negative light, Percy
Shelley creates a hero out of a blameworthy character by implementing several clever
devices in his writing. First, Shelley begins his story hundreds of years after Prometheus
was first enchained and thus makes it easier for the reader to forget about the events
leading up to his imprisonment. By the time the reader is introduced to the Titan, he has
already been enchained for three thousand years and has had a change of heart
regarding Jupiter. He renounces the curse he spoke against the god thousands of years
ago and now embraces the way of acceptance and love. With his cruel acts seen only in
retrospect, it is easy for the reader to focus only on the present words and deeds of the
Titan—accordingly, he seems kind and forgiving, rather than vengeful and bitter.
Shelley also carefully fails to mention two important facts that might easily cast
Prometheus out of favor with the reader. Shelley mentions that the human race is
estranged from the gods, but the reader is never told why. This careful omission allows
the humans to seem pitiable and in need of a champion like Prometheus, when in fact
Prometheus is responsible for this estrangement. Also, Shelley begins his drama with
Prometheus bound to the rock, but fails to mention what motivated Jupiter to inflict this
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sentence upon him. Consequently, it seems as though Prometheus is being punished
without adequate reason.
Continuing his quest to cast Prometheus favorably, Shelley avoids the aspects of
Prometheus’ personality that make him seem responsible for bringing Zeus’ wrath upon
mankind. At Zeus’ wedding feast, Prometheus tricked the chief god into choosing the
less desirable parts of the animal to be sacrificed to him, and thus he ensured that
humans could keep the better portions (Cantor 104). By glossing over the stories like
this one—which depict Prometheus as a trickster—and concentrating instead on the
ones that make him appear courageous in the face of tyranny, Shelley is able to make
Prometheus the Champion of both mankind and his own ambitions (Cantor 77). Finally,
Percy Shelley distances Prometheus from his mistakes by having him forget the words
he used to curse Jupiter in the first place. Prometheus asks the Phantasm of Jupiter to
remind him of his words so that he may renounce them. Thus, it is actually Jupiter
whom the reader sees and hears repeating the curse, not Prometheus. For the audience,
to hear Prometheus say such hateful things would ruin the positive image that Shelley
strives to create. Although Prometheus’ words are what the Phantasm repeats, hearing
Jupiter say the curse directs the audience’s scorn against him instead of the hero.
Since Shelley refused to reconcile Prometheus with Jupiter, he had to find
another way to ensure that Prometheus would emerge from the conflict victoriously. He
achieves this end by having the Titan renounce his hatred of Jupiter and pity him
instead:
Disdain! Ah no! I pity thee...
I speak in grief.
Not exultation, for I hate no more...
words are quick and vain;
Grief for a while is blind, and so was mine.

5

I wish no living thing to suffer pain.
(P. Shelley, Prometheus Unbound 1.1.53-305)
This is the first step of Prometheus' liberation: “Though Prometheus’ recognition of the
impotence of hatred as a revolutionary force and his decision to rescind his curse on
Jupiter are necessary for his unbinding.. .for Shelley, that purely mental event does not
suffice: the Titan cannot undo centuries of lovelessness in one moment of insight'’
(Cantor 83-4). In short, it is not enough for Prometheus merely to acknowledge that his
hatred was both ineffective and petty: he must also act upon that newly found insight in
order to free himself from his bonds: “Shelley’s Prometheus must practice forgiveness,
love, and steadfastness if he is to be king over self and to depose in his heart and soul
the tyranny of Jupiter'’(Lewis 183).
Prometheus, like many of Shelley’s heroes, requires the support of a “spiritually
superior...female beauty” (Nijibayashi 148). The Oceanid, Asia, is that beauty. She
makes it possible for Prometheus both to experience and to act upon love. According to
Shelley’s myth, she is the wife of Prometheus and the embodiment of Love. She, along
with her sisters, Panthea and lone, aid Prometheus tliroughout the drama. The sisters are
not bound to reason and logic as Prometheus is, but are instead guided by their feelings
and passions:
I saw not—heard not—moved not—only felt...
And I was thus absorbed, until it passed.
And like the vapours when the sun sinks down.
Gathering again in drops upon the pines.
And tremulous as they, in the deep night
My being was condensed.
(P. ShcWty,Prometheus Unbound 2A.19-%6)
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Only when Prometheus is able to denounce his hate and embrace the love that Asia
represents can he truly free himself of his bonds. Although they are distinctly separate
characters in the drama, Prometheus and Asia are dependent upon one another. It can be
argued that Asia in fact “represents the capacity for love within Prometheus himself’
(Nijibayashi 149).
Asia and her sisters perform almost of all of the action in Prometheus Unbound.
Shelley’s choice to begin his story after the Titan’s enchainment results in Prometheus’
inability to act himself. Even if he could somehow physically break free of his chains,
Shelley's image of Prometheus embracing love as the ultimate solution would be
destroyed if he acted out against Jupiter. Shelley refused to reconcile Prometheus with
Jupiter, but he had to find a way to have Prometheus emerge victorious without being
violent—thus, the Oceanids and Demogorgon become vital to the story: they are the
only ones who can perform any sort of action. Prometheus’ inability to act without the
aid of Asia also implies that intellect and rationality cannot and should not enter into
revolution without being accompanied by the love that Asia represents (Nijibayashi
149).
The passivity exhibited by Percy Shelley’s Prometheus via his immobility
separates him from the Promethean characters of Mary Shelley and Lord Byron. In
Frankenstein, both Victor and the monster are active characters. Their actions lead to
destruction, and those actions make them similar to Prometheus. Even though Byron’s
Prometheus is chained to the rock like Percy Shelley’s, Byron’s hero is portrayed as
active in his resistance to Jupiter. By contrast, in Prometheus Unbound, even after
Prometheus is freed from Mount Caucasus, he does not play an active role in the
celebration of freedom and love that takes place afterward. He and the Oceanids retire
to a cave, implying that the spirit of Prometheus is more important than his physical
presence with regard to spiritual leadership (Nijibayashi 155).
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Prometheus Unbound is a creation myth. “Poetry can be thought as a
defamiliarizing and reforming force in life; indeed it brings ‘light and fire from those
eternal regions where the owl-winged faculty of calculation dare not ever
soar'"(Nijibayashi 141). Prometheus is the poet, and Asia is his muse. She is his source
of inspiration (and in many ways is a part of Prometheus), who assists him in his fight
to depose the old way of thinking, personified by Jupiter:
Most glorious among spirits, thus doth strength
To wisdom, courage, and long-suffering love.
And thee, who art the form they animate.
Minister like a slave.(P. Shelley, Prometheus Unbound 3.3.51-4)
The chains that hold the Titan captive are “habits of thought and feeling, ingrained ways
of imagining the universe which lead him to accept his condition and blind him to the
fact that his prison is of his own making”(Cantor 92). Prometheus is imprisoned not by
Jupiter, but by his need to blame Jupiter for all of his suffering: “As long as Prometheus
has Jupiter to curse, his potentially creative energies are dissipated in sterile hatred”
(Cantor 81). Thus, the Furies who Jupiter sends to torture the Titan are the poet’s woes
regarding his own idealism (Nijibayashi 144). They say to Prometheus,
Thou think’st we will live through thee, one by one,
Like animal life; and though we can obscure not
The soul which burns within, that we will dwell
Beside it, like a vain loud multitude
Vexing the self-content of the wisest men—
That we will be dread thought beneath thy brain
And foul desire round thine astonished heart
And blood within thy labyrinthine veins
Crawling like agony.(P. Shelley, Prometheus Unbound 1.1.483-91)
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Once Prometheus rids his mind of self-doubt, the Furies disappear. Asia’s descent into
Demogorgon's cave is what truly leads to Prometheus’ unbinding. Demogorgon’s cave
symbolizes the human mind's potential—the depths of the human mind where “intellect
and cosmic power meet"(Nijibayashi 150). Asia’s passage into the cave, therefore,
represents the poet's emotional journey of self-exploration and self-discovery
(Nijibayashi 150). She undertakes this journey symbolizing Prometheus’ emotional
half, since his rational half is physically unable to do so. Prometheus’ hatred is not only
useless; it actually strengthens Jupiter’s dominion over him. By hating him, Prometheus
acknowledges the god's existence and gives Jupiter his power: “Prometheus himself
represents the mind of man, and.. .Jupiter represents either the gods of traditional
religions, or, perhaps more accurately, man’s conceptions of the gods of these religions.
This explains why in the drama Prometheus calls himself the creator of Jove and the
sole cause for his powers’’(Thorslev 116). Prometheus represents humans’ tendency
throughout the ages to create gods on which to blame their misfortunes. The Spirit of
the Hour says in Act Four,
And those foul shapes, abhorred by god and man,—
Which, under many a name and many a form
Strange, savage, ghastly, dark and execrable.
Were Jupiter, the tyrant of the world;
And which the nations, panic-stricken, served
With blood, and hearts broken by long hope, and love
Dragged to his altai's soiled and garlandless.
And slain amid men’s unreclaiming tears,
Flattering the thing they feared, which fear was hate,Frown, mouldering fast, o’er their abandoned shrines.
(P. Shelley Prometheus Unbound A.\%0-9)
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All of the evils of the world stem from Jupiter and the tyrannical and oppressive ideals
he represents. That evil was also present in Prometheus. Before he learned to overcome
his hatred, Prometheus succumbed to the evil within him, and created the embodiment
of malevolence.
In order for Prometheus to be successful, he must not allow himself to view
tyranny on too small of a scale. His cause as a poet and creator should be to fight
against the idea of tyranny itself, not merely against an individual who is a tyrant.
Another tyrant can easily replace a single man who has been overthrown, but defeating
the institution of tyranny in its entirety provides true liberation. Asia comes to realize
“evil is not produced from a man or a god, but it potentially exists within the mind..
.The enemy for her and Prometheus is their own evil tlioughts, which are bred from
pride and egoism*’(Nijibayashi 152). By allowing his desire to end oppression to grow
into hatred for Jupiter, Prometheus became the very thing he despised. The words and
actions of Jupiter are void and destructive “and Prometheus’ curse is invaded by them”
(Nijibayashi 142). Prometheus, in this early stage of the drama, is defeated: “His selfish
pride produces pessimism through his curse...Prometheus abuses his power of
utterance; he has turned creativity into miscreation” (Nijibayashi 142-3). His newfound
love, however, reverses his grim fate. By the end of the drama he is no longer the mirror
image of Jupiter but his opposite instead. Shelley believed that humankind had the
ability to will evil into nonexistence if humans so desired. When Prometheus is
liberated, “Nature [Asia] resumes the beauty of her prime, and is united to her husband,
the emblem of the human race, in perfect and happy union”(M. Shelley,“Note” 272).
Prometheus and Asia succeed in willing away the evil of tyranny, and their triumph
results in the unification of humans with the natural world.
Prometheus and Jupiter are doppelgangers. Prometheus and Jupiter are polar
opposites (once Prometheus rescinds his curse): one must be eliminated before the other
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is able truly to thrive. The ideals that Jupiter and Prometheus represent—tyranny and
emancipation—cannot coexist, and neither can the characters. While Prometheus is the
exact opposite of Jupiter, his hatred of the god almost caused him to become one with
him. When the Phantasm of Jupiter repeats Prometheus’ curse to him,Prometheus hears
his own wicked words being spoken by his enemy; the readers then see just how close
Prometheus came to becoming the ver>' thing he is fighting against:
I curse thee! let a sufferer's curse
Clasp thee, his torturer, like remorse
Till thine Infinity shall be
A robe of envenomed agony;
And thine Omnipotence a crown of pain.
To cling like burning gold round thy dissolving brain.
Heap on thy soul, by virtue of this Curse,
111 deeds, then be thou damned, beholding good;
Both infinite as is the universe.
And thus, and thy self-torturing solitude.
(P. Shelly, Prometheus Unbound 1.1.286-95)
With what the reader has been told of Jupiter, it would not be a stretch to imagine him
himself saying such hateful w'ords. These are not the words of the villain, however, but
of the hero! Prometheus’ rebellion against Jupiter can be a noble one, if he acts with
noble motives. Hatred will do nothing except perhaps install Prometheus as the new
tyrant, whereas “a rebellion guided by a poetic idea of what man can become has..
.hope of improving the human condition”(Cantor 82).
Prometheus and Jupiter are one type of doppelgangers; those that cannot coexist.
Prometheus and Asia are another kind. They can easily be seen as two parts of the same
whole-~complementar>' doppelgangers. Prometheus and Asia depend on one another

for existence: “Asia depends on Prometheus' ability to release love from its bondage;
Prometheus, in turn, is dependent upon Asia's journey of self-discovery and self
renewal. .

(Nijibayashi 149). Prometheus represents rationality, intellect, and rigidity,

while Asia embodies illogicality, emotion, and sinuosity. Neither of these can exist
wholly independent of the other. The unification of Prometheus and Asia creates an
acquiescent balance between the opposite ideals of sense and sensibility.
In addition to being a creation myth, Prometheus Unbound is also an antimythic myth. As a poet, Percy Shelley repeatedly battled with the paradox of using
images to demonstrate that the world is imageless. Byron and Shelley both believed that
because nature continuously changes, “all the structures designed by the human
imagination, including the myths of the poets, are false, simply because they impose a
static order upon a chaotic and constantly changing world'"; therefore, the form and
content of Prometheus Unbound are constantly in conflict (Mellor 277). As Percy
Shelley states in his poem from the summer of 1816,“Mont Blanc:”
The everlasting universe of things
Flows through the mind and rolls its rapid waves.
Now dark—now glittering—now reflecting gloom—
Now lending splendour, where from secret springs
The source of human thought its tribute brings
Of waters,-with a sound but half its own...(1-6)
In order to tell his story, Shelley must use myth, but instead of making his characters
universal and undeniable representations of heroes and gods, he chooses instead to
make the world of these characters less than realistic. This implies that his characters
are merely personifications of the forces they represent and far from dangerous and
misleading concrete images. During Asia’s conversation with Demogorgon, he tells her,
I’he deep truth is imageless;
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For what would it avail to bid thee gaze
On the revolving world? What to bid speak
Fate, Time, Occasion, Chance, and Change? To these
All things are subject but eternal Love.
(P. Shelley, Prometheus UnboundlA.\\(i-\lQi)
“Shelley presents the paradox of a poet w'ho believes that ‘the deep truth is imageless,'
and yet can only w^ork tlirough images to try to convey that truth”(Cantor 94).
Shelley's paradox of imageless images is certainly present in the two poems that
he composed during the summer of 1816,“Hymn to Intellectual Beauty” and “Mont
Blanc.'’ The end of Act II of Prometheus Unbound is a celebration of the love and light
of Asia. “Hymn to Intellectual Beauty" is a similar celebration of the same ideals, this
time personified by the Spirit of Beauty. According to his “Hymn,” Beauty is fleeting,
inconstant, and indefinable. Shelley plays a Promethean role in this poem as he
enlightens his readers to the reality of Beauty and the sublime. Whereas Prometheus
stole the divine spark from Heaven, which increased humankind’s knowledge, Shelley
feels as though he has stolen the ultimate knowledge from the higher powers of the
universe—he has discovered and is now sharing with the world that divine spiritual
beings do not exist. “Hymn to Intellectual Beauty” makes the assertion that there is no
one answer to life, nor can there be one. Therefore, there are no answers in religion:
No voice from some sublimer world hath ever
To sage or poet these responses given—
Therefore the names of Demon, Ghost, and Heaven,
Remain the records of their vain endeavor.
Frail spells —whose uttered charm might not avail to sever.
From all we hear and all we see.
Doubt, chance, and mutability."(P. Shelley,“Hymn” 25-31)
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Thus, the idea of supernatural entities and religion are merely mortal attempts to explain
the emotions that a person experiences either in the presence of or in the absence of the
Spirit of Beauty. While Intellectual Beauty is impossible to define, Shelley implies that
it holds great power in that it binds people together and offers hope to those in its
presence. The gift of knowledge that Shelley bestows upon his readers along with
Beauty's optimism regarding humanity makes this poem much more Promethean in
nature than it initially seems.
“Mont Blanc” is Shelley’s speculation about the human mind and
imagination—the imagery of the poem is very similar to that of Demogorgon’s cave in
Prometheus Unbound. According to Shelley, during the course of daily life the human
mind is unaware of transcendent truths regarding existence; however,
gleams of a remoter world
Visit the soul in sleep.--that death is slumber.
And that its shapes the busy thoughts outnumber
Of those who wake and live.(P. Shelley,“Mont Blanc” 49-52)
Thus, in sleep humans rise above the inconstant world to attain knowledge of
transcendent truths. The sleep that Shelley describes produces the same results as Asia’s
descent into Demogorgon’s cave. Even though Shelley was awake when he looked
upon Mount Blanc, he writes that “when I gaze on thee [Mont Blanc]/1 seem as in a
trance sublime and strange”(P. Shelly,“Mont Blanc” 34-5). Being faced with such a
powerful force causes Shelley to discover fixed truths as he would while asleep. The
truth that he discovers is that the natural world exists independently of humankind and
is beyond our capability to understand. Simply stated, our finite knowledge and
understanding cannot inteipret the infinite universe. Since it is beyond human ability to
bend our consciousness according to the workings of the universe, we must bend the
universe according to the structure of our consciousness. The way that we see the world,
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therefore, is based on the limits of human imagination. This is a Promethean ideal in
that imagination itself was the Titan's gift. Without it, humans would have a vastly
different and more limited outlook on the world.
Although all of the Romantic poets respected Prometheus and the ideals he
stood for. Shelley has the most intense admiration for the Titan. He only saw the good
in Prometheus' character and the good that he brought to mankind—never the bad—and
he expressed that good in exceptionally powerful ways. Shelley’s interpretation of the
myth tells the story of a lost soul who transformed himself by embracing love—the
most powerful force of all:
Those ugly human shapes and visages
Of which 1 spoke as having wrought me pain.
Passed floating through the air, and fading still
Into the winds that scattered them; and those
From whom they passed seemed mild and lovely forms
After some foul disguise had fallen, and all
Were somewhat changed.(P. Shelly, Prometheus Unbound 3.4.65-71)
They love that Prometheus found unbinds not only him but the entire world as well.
Humans are able to release the evil that resides within them—much as Prometheus
expelled the Jupiter-like qualities that existed inside of him. Because Shelley chose to
demonstrate the good that Prometheus brought about in such a dramatic epic fashion,
the consequences of his unbinding prove even more advantageous to humankind than
the act that led to his imprisonment. Shelley’s Prometheus is therefore responsible for
humankind’s greatest gift: eternal Love.
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Chapter Two
Mary Shelley and the Curse of Fire

Wrillen in response to Byron's proposal of a ghost-story competition,
Frankenstein: or The Modern Prometheus has become one of the most popular—and
one of the most commented upon —literary works of its age. One of the most pertinent
questions regarding the novel is also one of the most puzzling. Mary Shelley’s subtitle
alludes directly to the well-known hero of Greek mythology, Prometheus, but the
critical difficulty lies in discerning which of the novel’s characters best represents the
ancient Titan. The obvious first choice is Victor Frankenstein since the subtitle appears
to name him as Prometheus' modem equivalent. Although many aspects of
Frankenstein’s personality and the nature of his actions lead to undeniable parallels
between him and the hero of myth, an equally strong argument can be made that
identifies Prometheus with the monster.
Both Victor Frankenstein and Prometheus are rebels who succeed in defying
authorities that very few dare to question. Prometheus challenges the world order as
imposed by Zeus, while Frankenstein breaks the laws of nature. Despite the differences
in their circumstances, Frankenstein's defiance of the established order in his attempt to
become a great benefactor of mankind likens him to the ancient rebel:
It was on a dreary night of November, that I beheld the accomplishment
of my toils. With an anxiety that almost amounted to agony, I collected
the instruments of life around me, that I might infuse a spark of being
into the lifeless thing that lay at my feet. It was already one in the
morning; the rain pattered dismally against the panes, and my candle was
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I

nearly burnt out, when, by the glimmer of the half-extinguished light, I
saw- the dull > ellow eye of the creature open; it breathed hard, and a
convulsive motion agitated its limbs.
(M. Shelley. Frankenstein 52)
His unnatural creation of life is analogous to Prometheus’ stealing the divine spark of
fire from the hea\'ens. Also like Prometheus. Frankenstein’s efforts, however noble his
intentions, result in humankind's suffering dire consequences (Cantor 103). Along with
chaining Prometheus to a rock. Zeus ordered the creation of Pandora and gave her as a
gift to Prometheus' brother, Epimetheus. Pandora “took off the great lid of the jar with
her hands and scattered all these [ills, hard toil, and heavy sickness] and her thought
caused sorrow and mischief to men"(Hesiod 9). Victor Frankenstein’s family, as a result
of his creating the monster, experience these same physical and emotional pains on a
smaller scale, but to no less of an extent:
He [William] was conveyed home, and the anguish that was visible in
my countenance betrayed the secret to Elizabeth. She was very earnest
to see the corpse. . .She fainted, and was restored with extreme
difficulty. When she again lived, it was only to weep and sigh...our
exertions to discover him [the murderer] are unremitted; but they will
not restore my beloved William...you alone can console Elizabeth. She
weeps continually, and accuses herself unjustly as the cause of his death;
her words pierce my heart. We are all unhappy...Your dear mother!
Alas, Victor! I now say. Thank God she did not live to witness this
cruel, miserable death of her youngest darling!(M. Shelley,
Frankenstein 68)
While the monster's immediate victims are limited to Victor Frankenstein’s small circle
of family and friends, Victor is fully aware that his “accomplishment” may possibly
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result in misery on a much wider scale. The monster chooses its victims according to
whose death will bring about the most suffering for Frankenstein; however, there is no
reason to believe that the monster will never begin targeting people who are completely
unrelated to his creator. The monster's emotional state is unstable and his actions
unpredictable, especially when he is confronted with unrelenting isolation.
Another aspect of Frankenstein that strengthens his comparison to Prometheus is
the suffering that he is forced to endure on the individual level. Both Prometheus and
Frankenstein undergo great physical and mental torture. Prometheus’ mental anguish is
the result of his physical punishment—being chained to Mount Caucasus for thousands
of years, while Frankenstein's emotional agony is his primary source of suffering. His
physical symptoms were a result of his broken heart and guilty conscience:
Thus the poor sufferer tried to comfort others and herself. She indeed
gained the resignation she desired. But I, the true murderer, felt the
never-dying worm alive in my bosom, which allowed of no hope or
consolation. . .1 was a wretch, and none ever conceived of the misery that
I then endured.(M. Shelley, Frankenstein 83-4)
At the same time Frankenstein’s monster exhibits many characteristics that
relate him to Prometheus, as well. The monster “discovers” fire while observing the
DeLaceys and during the night brings them wood, which enables the family to create
and maintain fire. He watches over the family, much as Prometheus watched over the
humans he loved so much. The monster’s trickery leads some critics to compare the
relationship of the monster and Frankenstein to that of Prometheus and Zeus’.
Frankenstein’s foolishness in regard to the true meaning of the wedding night threat is
reminiscent of the way Prometheus tricked Zeus at his own wedding feast. Some critics
further argue that the monster is similar to Prometheus because he rebels against his
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creator by killing members of Frankenstein's family and by posing a threat to his
overall wellbeins.
Since strong arguments can be made for both Frankenstein and his monster as
the “Modern Prometheus,” one might conclude that Mary Shelley deliberately made the
reference in the subtitle ambisuous and intended for both characters to resemble the
ancient rebel. Frankenstein embodies Prometheus' dangerous desire to revolt against the
established order and the disastrous consequences that are at risk to follow from such a
rebellion. The monster, on the other hand, has the Titan’s generous benevolence and
cleverness, which his rejection by humanity distorts into merciless vengeance.
Frankenstein and his creature's mutual relationship to Prometheus makes more
sense when the two characters are view'ed as doppelgangers. Unlike Percy Shelley’s
Prometheus and Zeus, who were polar opposites and were unable to coexist,
Frankenstein and his creature are complementary and rely on one another for
existence —like Prometheus and Asia of Prometheus Unbound. Mary Shelley’s careful
use of the word animate mai'ks one way in which she promotes this idea of doubles.
Clearly, the creature was animated on the night that Frankenstein brought him to life,
but on several occasions, the words animated and animation are used in reference to the
scientist. Walton recounts how he and his men restored Frankenstein to animation after
pulling him from the ice onto the deck of the ship: “as soon as he had quitted the fresh
air, he fainted. We accordingly brought him back to the deck and restored him to
animation by rubbing him with brandy, and forcing him to swallow a small quantity”
(M. Shelley, Frankenstein 20). In the 1831 edition of Mary Shelley's Frankenstein
Walton uses the term a second time as well; he describes Victor’s “thin hand raised in
animation, while the lineaments of his face are irradiated by the soul within”(233). As

‘ I fail to see the validity in this partieular eoniparisoii argued by David Ketterer(Bloom 47). It is true that
both the creature and Prometheus re\ olted against authority figures and/or principles, but Zeus was not
Prometheus creator In laei. the Titans were an even older race than the Olympians.
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David Ketterer argues, these ideas of animation certainly differ greatly from the
animation of the monster, but when viewed with Frankenstein's statement to
Walton—“You have benevolently restored me to life"(M. Shelley, Frankenstein
21)—they certainly allude to a form of resurrection (Bloom 46).
Unlike the characters of Zeus and Prometheus in her husband’s lyrical drama
Prometheus Unbound, neither of Mar>' Shelley's characters acts from wholly pure or
wholly corrupt motives. “She maintains the same moral ambiguity in both characters,
and in virtually the same proportions”(Cantor 106). Although it would be easy to
designate Frankenstein as the creator and the monster as the creature, this construction
is far too simplistic for Mary Shelley.
Frankenstein and the monster are more than complementary characters; they are
two views of the same entity—both creature and creator. Both characters experience the
same sets of emotions. As creators they feel powerful, and choose to act outside of the
normal limits of humanity in order to achieve their desire. Frankenstein explains the
motives of his actions:
Life and death appeared to me ideal bounds, which I should first break
through, and pour a torrent of light into our dark world. A new species
would bless me as its creator and source; many happy and excellent
natures would owe their being to me. No father could claim the gratitude
of his child so completely as I should deserve their’s.
(M. Shelley, Frankenstein 49)
Similarly, the monster at times feels as though he is the most powerful creature in the
world:
Slave, before I reasoned with you, but you have proved yourself
unworthy of my condescension. Remember that I have power; you
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belie\ e yourself miserable, but I can make you so wretched that the light
of day will be hateful to you.. .1 am your master; obey!”
(M. Shelley. Frankenstein 165)
As creatures. howe\ er, they are lonely and isolated, and they fear that they will never
find true companionship. The monster feels as though there is no place for him in the
world of humans and despairs: “When I looked around, I saw and heard of none like
me. Was I then a monster, a blot upon the earth, from which all men fled, and whom all
men disowned?"(M. Shelley, Frankenstein 116). Frankenstein also has moments in
which he regrets his decision to bring life to the non-living and feels as though he will
or perhaps should be shunned from society: “How they would, each and all, abhor me
and hunt me from the world did they know my unhallowed acts and the crimes which
had their source in me!"(M. Shelley. Frankenstein 256). Prometheus, much like
Frankenstein and the monster, is also both a creator and bringer of despair. His gift of
fire is representative of the creative process itself, but the punishment of Pandora
opening the box was devastating to the human race.
As the novel progresses, the voices of the two characters merge into one. When
certain passages are taken out of context, it is remarkably difficult to determine whether
the speaker of a passage is Frankenstein or the monster(Cantor 107). Consider,for
example: “I abhorred the face of man. Oh, not abhorred! They were my brethren, my
fellow beings, and I felt attracted even to the most repulsive among them, as to
creatures of an angelic nature and celestial mechanism. But I felt I had no right to share
their intercourse"(M. Shelley, Frankenstein 255-6). Upon first glance, it would seem
that the monster is speaking about his grotesque physical features and his malicious
actions, both of which led to his isolation from society. But these are actually the words
of Frankenstein as he explains why he does not wish to interact with other members of
society.
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By making Vidor Frankenstein and the monster doppelgangers, Mary Shelley
intentionally blurs the line between good and evil, creature and creator, human and
monster. While these categories are opposites, in many ways they prove to be almost
identical. For Mary Shelley, “the two sides of man coexist, and apparently can never
achieve a simple harmony”(Cantor 132). Maiy' Shelley carefully crafted this tension of
opposites to illustrate her conflicting opinions about her companions’ ideas and the
Romantic hero of Prometheus. While Byron and Percy Shelley fervently celebrated
rebellion against the accepted rule, Mar>' Shelley was less radical in her beliefs. She
supported a person's right to individuality wnthin society, but she also saw the dangers
of complete disregard for laws (including natural ones). Frankenstein had apparently
good intentions w hen he set out to devise a way to produce life artificially, but even
then his selfless ambition to help all of humankind was eclipsed by his self-serving goal
of personal glory. Selfish desire became the true force that drove Frankenstein in his
experiments; it turned his ambition into an obsession and led him to give life to a being
that should never have been made. Other writers of the era celebrated Prometheus’
rebellious spirit but either belittled or ignored altogether the fact that humans suffered
cruel punishment as a direct result of Prometheus’ failure to consider properly the
consequences of his actions. Mary Shelley, however, elected to concentrate exactly on
this point, and thus she revealed a devastating weakness in the mindset of the Champion
and of her companions.
Not only did Prometheus’ rebellion cause Mary Shelley to question the
soundness of the hero’s ideals, but she even saw ambiguity in his gift of fire to humans.
She undoubtedly realized that fire was extremely important to the progress of
civilization and creative thought. Prometheus’ gift brought warmth and light to
humankind, and it allowed people to cook,fashion tools, and make weapons. Fire
symbolized imagination, intellect, and ingenuity, w’hich are vital to the creative poetic
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process. Conversely, as a vegetarian. Shelley also knew that the introduction of fire
marked the beginning of humans' eating meat. Thus, while Shelley rejoiced in some
aspects of Prometheus' gift, she rejected it inasmuch as it allowed humans to consume
animals for food. In the mind of Mar>^ Shelley, fire was a double-edged sword that
could result in both creation and destruction and should consequently be treated with
care (.
Creation myths are common in Romantic literature. Authors of the Romantic era
often used symbols and metaphors to explore the meanings of concepts such as the
maker, the creative process, and the birth of humankind. Frankenstein’s process of
constructing the body for a new type of man represents the Romantic creator and his
ideal of creating a new and better spirit for humankind. If Frankenstein were an
ordinary creation myth, the spiritual regeneration of humankind would succeed, and the
old way of life would be diminished and criticized. Frankenstein, however, is no
ordinary creation myth. Shelley chose instead to use this myth as a vehicle to criticize
Romanticism itself:
The romantic poets therefore rebelled against the domination of reason,
common sense, and rigorous logic...Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley
articulated her profound disillusion with the central philosophical, poetic,
and political tenets of romanticism in her mythic novel, Frankenstein; or
The Modern Prometheus.(Mellor 281)
The problem that Mary Shelley seemed to have with the romantic ideology is that the
creative process is equal to or perhaps more important than the created product. This
idea “together with its implicit assumption that the ends can justify the means” results in
a philosophy that “is truly monstrous"(Mellor 285-6). With its self-serving creator and
gruesome climax, the creative process described in Frankenstein is a morbid one, which
reveals the author’s “nightmare of Romantic idealism”(Cantor 109).
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Some critics argue that Mar>' Shelley used her husband-to-be, Percy Shelley, as
a model for the character of Victor Frankenstein. Whether or not this is the case,
however, matters less than the fact that she was using the character of Victor
Frankenstein to criticize the Romantic allegiances of Byron and Shelley. Victor
embodies all of the characteristics of the Romantic intellect that her companions
embraced, including insight, rebelliousness, and detachment from society (Cantor 129).
Mary Shelley was frightened of what this combination of characteristics had the
capacity to produce. Having insight is certainly not a flaw, and rebelliousness can be
healthy and refreshing when kept within limits. Detachment from society, however,
may be dangerous, and Mary Shelley could see its consequences in the lives of her
companions. After all. Percy Shelley intentionally removed himself from society, and
the couple visited Byron at Lake Geneva while Byron was in self-inflicted exile. In
Victor's case, the individual's isolation from society has a way of causing him to
transgress those very limits that keep rebellion productively innovative. Victor
Frankenstein does not fit the mold of the average human. His mind has a rare capacity
for both scientific figures and creativity. He takes pride in the fact that he is not like
other men and wishes to distinguish himself even further from the ranks of the ordinary.
This desire drives him to isolate himself almost entirely from the rest of the world. That
alienation then allows his rebellious nature to exceed reasonable limits—limits that his
astute mind should have easily recognized and obeyed.
Like the Romantics who idolized him, Prometheus possessed both great insight
(after all, his name means “Forethinker'’) and a rebellious nature, and he was estranged
from both the Olympians and his fellow Titans. When the Olympians first came to
power. Prometheus foresaw that they would be successful in overthrowing his fellow
Titans. He decided to join forces with Zeus in order to emerge from the battle
victorious. This decision estranged Prometheus from his own kind, and yet despite the
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assistance he provided to the Olympians, he was never accepted by the gods as one of
their ow n. Prometheus ga\ e humans fire not only because he loved them but also
because he w anted to pro\ e that he could act independently of Zeus’s will. While her
contemporaries did not see a problem w ith this motive. Mary Shelley implies that this
selfish desire led to the Titan's failing to consider adequately the repercussions of his
actions. Some portrayals of Prometheus treat his gift of foresight as if it were more of a
capacity for premonition than insight. Prometheus intuitively knew that a son of Zeus
would free him one day from Mt Caucasus, and he used his gift of foresight as a
bargaining chip against Zeus w hen he alone knew which of Zeus' consorts would
produce the son destined to o\ erthrow his father. This ability to see the future raises
another question: Did Prometheus know w hat the full consequences of his defiance
would be? Was his gift a limited one w ith only occasional and uncontrollable
premonitory flashes, or did he know what was going to happen and choose to disobey
Zeus anyway? Shelley's contemporaries w'ould surely say that Prometheus’ gift of fire
was w orth the risk — that w e have learned to cope with the horrors Pandora released, but
that w'e could not have survived without fire. Mary Shelley would disagree. In her own
life, Shelley had endured the death of her daughter Clara the year before she began
writing Frankenstein. She knew' the effects of Pandora’s curse first hand and almost
certainly believed that nothing in the world could be worth bringing such agonizing
feelings into existence. When the death of her child is taken into consideration along
with her already skeptical opinion of fire, Prometheus’ gift seems less and less like a
blessing. Shelley certainly made it clear in her novel that the world would have been a
better place without the pain and death that was brought about as a result of
Frankenstein's creation. While Frankenstein’s animation of a non-living being is
undeniably a scientific accomplishment, it does not produce any truly positive effects,
and many innocent people are hurt and killed as a result.
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Chapter Three
Lord Byron’s “Half Dust, Half Deity

Lord B\Ton's most ob\ ious application of the ancient Prometheus myth is his
poem entitled “Prometheus." which he composed in July of 1816. Although Percy
Shelley did not write anything pertaining directly to Prometheus that summer,in a way
he is responsible for the composition of Byron's poem. According to Mary Shelley’s
journal of the summer. Percy w as reading Aeschylus' Prometheus Bound,
Byron was w ell acquainted w ith Aeschylus' story and had incorporated it into his own
works se\eral times already, Shelley's translation of the drama apparently renewed
Byron's active and immediate interest in Prometheus. In his Conrersations, Thomas
Medwin quotes Byron as saying.‘“Shelley, when I was in Switzerland, translated the
‘Prometheus' to me before I w rote my ode"’(Robinson 30).
Unlike the Shelleys' w orks. Byron's Promethean text did not concentrate on
establishing the moral worth of the Titan. While Percy focused on creating a perfect
Champion, and Mary brought attention to the faults of that Champion,Byron avoided
doing either by reproducing something closer to the Prometheus of Aeschylus. Byron’s
Prometheus is both rebellious and proud, but Byron does not perfectly idealize or
discredit him in the same way that his companions did. Prometheus’ relationship to
humankind and the lessons that humans draw from him are what Byron found truly
significant. Therefore, it is the moral of Prometheus’ story, not the morals of
Prometheus, on which Byron focused his attention. Byron says of and to Prometheus in
his poem.
Thou art a symbol and a sign
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To Mortals of their fate and force:
Like thee. Man is in part divine,
A troubled stream from a pure source:...
(Byron,“Prometheus" 45-8)
This is not the only instance in whieh Byron articulates the idea that humans are partly
divine. In his dramatic poem Manfred, Byron refers to man as “Half dust, half deity,
alike unfit/ To sink or soar, with our mixed essence..

ifi'jxow, Manfred 1.2.40).

Despite Prometheus' gift —which is arguably the source of man's “divinity”—mankind
is still faced w ith a “funereal destiny" and a “sad unallied existence”(Byron,
“Prometheus" 50-2). “Byron's Prometheus," as Charles Robinson puts it, “symbolizes
man's inability to perfect himself in a fallen world"(31). Unlike Percy Shelley’s
version of the myth, in which Prometheus receives assistance from Asia and
Demogorgon. By ron's Prometheus can only continue to resist Jupiter as he has been
doing for thousands of years.
While Byron recognizes the god-like power and status of humans in his
“Prometheus," he also seems to be acknowledging the human limitations that he and his
companions often faced as w riters. As mentioned in the discussion of creation myths,
the process of writing can be compared to the “godlike” practice of creating life;
however, at some point novelists and poets are confronted with the fact that it is merely
a comparison — they are not creating life because humans are only part divine. Byron
recognizes that he has a great power as a writer, but at the same time he is faced with
the “limitations of mortality and. . .the failure of. . .creative powers”(Mellor 277).
Despite this sense of despair, there is hope within Byron’s “Prometheus.” On the
one hand he mourns the mortality of humankind, but on the other hand, he celebrates
the fact that there is divinity within the human race to begin with. Byron reveals great
admiration for man “w ho creates in a world he did not make his own ‘concentred
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recompense.' taking c\cn death as a \ ictor>” (Thorslev 122). The inevitability of death
is seemingly the \k orst consequence of being a mortal: however, it is Prometheus’
eternal life that makes his suffering so terrible. The multiple comparisons made between
Prometheus and humans, combined with the reference to death as aboonfor
Prometheus (Byron. “Prometheus" 23), seem to point to the conclusion that death is a
gift for humans as well. Ha\ ing a limited lifespan makes the time that humans have all
the more precious. Although fort\ -four lines of the poem are dedicated to
Prometheus —w ith only the last fifteen focusing on humans—Byron’s message is
deceptively a celebration aimed not tow ard the Titan, but toward humankind.
In addition to celebrating humankind's partial divinity, Byron also reveals the
way in which a re\olution can be brought about. Percy Shelley, Mary Shelley, and
Byron all used Prometheus as a symbol of rebelliousness: Percy celebrated all types of
rebellion, while Mary- felt rebellion had the potential to do more damage than good.
Lord Byron, once again, splits the difference. He believes that rebellion is necessary,
but only if it is carried out properly. By using Prometheus as a model, Byron reveals
that “Revolution for human ends is possible when an intelligent mind of high social
rank heroically commits himself to it" (Nijibayashi 133). Byron’s ode to Prometheus
foreshadows his later and longer work Manfred, wdiich focuses on the defiance and
isolation of its titanic hero. It is likely that this focus on the constraints of the hero
inspired Percy Shelley to write a drama “in w^hich Prometheus would be unbound”
(Robinson 31).
Since both Percy Shelley and Lord Byron's Prometheuses spend the majority of
their time enchained —as opposed to Mary Shelley’s characters who are physically
unbound —it would seem as though they should both be labeled rather inactive heroes.
Byron, however, manages to portray his Titan in such a way that he is actually active in
his resistance of Jupiter. Prometheus' immobility in Prometheus Unbowidis
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unavoidably viewed in contrast with the action being performed by Asia and
Demogorgon, thus making him seem passive. In Byron’s Prometheus, however, there is
no physical action of any kind: therefore, the Titan’s resistance to the tyrant becomes
itself the action of the poem. Prometheus’ inaction is actually liveliness and animation
in and of itself as it reveals the fiery spirit of the hero: “The fate thou didst so well
foresee,/ But would not to appease him tell:/ And in thy Silence was his Sentence”
(Byron,“Prometheus" 29-31).
In the year following the summer of 1816, Byron composed the dramatic poem
Mcmfj-ed. Parallels between its title character and Aeschylus’ Prometheus can be easily
drawn. Byron also seems to have relied heavily on the influences of Johann Wolfgang
Goethe's Faust. In his attempt to deal with the loss of his beloved Astarte, Manfred
challenges every authoritative figure he can find or summon. Although the
circumstances of Astarte’s death are not disclosed, Manfred is under the impression that
he is partially (if not wholly) responsible for it. Like Prometheus, his acts of goodwill
resulted in suffering for the object of his affection: “My injuries came down on those
who loved me—/ On those whom I best loved.../ my embrace was fatal”(Byron,
Manfi-ed 2.1.85-8). Both Prometheus and Manfred spend their respective stories
suffering for the actions that led to the deaths of those whom they loved:
My solitude is solitude no more.
But peopled with the furies;—I have gnashed
My teeth in darkness till returning mom,
Then cursed myself till sunset.(Byron, Manfred 2.2.131-4)
Also like Prometheus is Manfred’s inability to die throughout most of the
drama. Manfred believed that his only escape from the memory of Astarte and the guilt
he suffered was suicide: however, when he attempts to throw himself from a cliff,
fate —via a chamois hunter passing by—intervenes and prevents him from succeeding.

30

As in Byron's "Prometheus." death would have been a victor)' for this pessimistic
version of the hero, hut he was unable to achieve it. Byron draws attention to the
similarity between Manfred and Prometheus by incorporating an eagle into the second
scene of Act One:"Well may'st thou swoop so near me—1 should be/Thy prey, and
gorge thine eaglets"(Byron. Manfred 1.2.32-3). It was an eagle who feasted on the
entrails of Prometheus in Aeschylus' drama as divine punishment; however, Manfred
begs for the eagle to "gorge" upon him as he feels that he is worthy to be tortured.
Prometheus is directly referenced one time in Manfred:
Sla\ es. scoff not at my will!
The mind, the spirit, the Promethean spark.
The lightning of my being, is as bright.
Pervading, and fm darting as your own.
And shall not yield to yours, though cooped in clay!
(Byron. Manfred 1.1.154-8).
These lines draw upon the idea of mixed essence. Manfred believes that Prometheus'
gift of the divine "spark" makes his soul as powerful as the seven sisters', despite its
mortal casing. Finally, as Manfred’s life expires, he tell the Abbot,"’tis not so difficult
to die," a heavily ironic statement when viewed against his previous inability to take his
owm life (Byron, Manfi-ed 3.4.152). Manfred chooses death over submitting to spirits of
other powers —the ultimate defiance: “Farewell, ye opening heavens!/ Look not upon
me thus reproachfully-/ Ye were not meant for me"(Byron, Manfi-ed 107-9). Thus, in
the eyes of Byron. Manfred’s death is the greatest of victories.
Byron’s fascination with Prometheus spans much of his career. Prior to the
summer of 1816, Byron had already incorponited the myth of Prometheus into some
poems in his Fugitive Pieces(1806) and into his “Ode to Napoleon Bonaparte (1814).
In Fugitive Pieces Byron includes his translation of sixteen lines of Aeschylus’
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Prometheus Bound. The myth's role in “Ode to Napoleon Bonaparte,” however,is
much more significant. Byron, like many nineteenth century intellectuals, saw in
Napoleon the strengths and weaknesses of the human race: “Napoleon embodied the
possibilities of the human spirit for good or for evil” (Clubbe). While Napoleon’s
actions were sometimes questionable—even to Byron—the gumption and motivation
behind those actions w^ere inspiring. The poets who admired Prometheus for rebelling
against tradition saw in Napoleon the same defiant spirit: “For men of action, the
example of Napoleon confirmed their belief that their ambition need not be bounded;
for the oppressed and lowly, Napoleon represented the capacity of genius to rise
magnificently from nothing to the heights of power”(Clubbe). This image aligns
perfectly with the poetic view of Prometheus as a hero whose intelligence and courage
proved triumphant against tradition.
The sixteenth stanza of Byron’s “Ode to Napoleon Bonaparte” directly
compares the French Emperor to Prometheus:
Or like the thief of fire from heaven
Wilt thou withstand the shock?
And share with him, the unforgiven.
His vulture and his rock!...
He in his fall preserved his pride.
And if a mortal, had as proudly died!(Byron,“Ode” 136-44)
As the ruler of France, Napoleon instituted many reforms and innovations, including
centralized governmental administration, higher education, a tax system, a central bank,
law codes, and road and sewer systems. The implementation of these “gifts” provided
relief to the failing Republic. Napoleon’s military and economic genius makes the
comparison to Prometheus quite understandable. Also resembling Prometheus’ fate was
Napoleon's exile on Elba and later on Saint Helena (although Byron’s poem was
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published before the battle of Waterloo and Napoleon’s final banishment to Saint
Helena). Napoloeon's punishment was to suffer in isolation—sharing with Prometheus
“His vulture and his rock"(Byron,“Ode” 139). But Napoleon’s sentence of exile did
not discourage those who admired him:“Even though Napoleon ended his days quietly
in exile on St Helena, most of his contemporaries considered him a hugely successful
figure: a hero whom ‘every man who broke with tradition could identify himself with in
his dreams'"—making him a truly Promethean figure and a hero in the eyes of Byron
(Clubbe).
Another Byronic work which features Promethean imagery is Childe Harold's
Pilgrimage. Canto III of this expansive poem was composed (along with “Prometheus”)
during the summer of 1816. Byron mirrors his own image of “half dust, half diety” from
Maufi'ed in stanza XIV (Byron, Manfred 1.2.40):
.. .but this clay will sink
Its spark immortal, envying it the light
To which it mounts, as if to break the link
That keeps us from yon heaven which woos us to its brink.
(Byron, Childe Harold 3.14.123-6)
In some ancient versions of the myth, Prometheus not only gave humans fire, but
formed humankind himself from the clay. This stanza implies that very little separates
the mortal from the immortal, and that humans persistently struggle to find and resolve
those differences. But however slight tliey may be, the differences are elusive and
absolute.
Most of the Promethean imagery in Canto III of Childe Harold's Pilgrimage
occurs in reference to Napoleon. Byron had already likened Napoleon to Prometheus in
his “Ode to Napoleon Bonaparte” two yeai*s earlier, but not to the extent that he did in
Canto III. Whereas one eight-line stanza of his “Ode” compares Napoleon and
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Prometheus, dozens of lines and multiple stanzas are dedicated to relating the two in
Childe Harold's Pilgrimage.

Although Byron was disappointed in the end by

Napoleon, he likened his courage, intellect, and exile to that of Prometheus’:
When the whole host of hatred stood hard by,
To watch and mock thee shrinking...
When Fortune fled her spoil’d and favourite child,
He stood unbow'd beneath the ills upon him piled.
(Byron, Childe Harold 3.39.341-51)
Although Prometheus is not specifically mentioned in Canto III, the hatred standing by
is analogous to Jupiter's taking pleasure in the ills piled upon Prometheus. Like his
heroes of “Prometheus” and Manfred, Byron portrays Napoleon’s punishment and exile
ns a victorious defeat:
If, like a tower upon a headlong rock,
Thou hadst been made to stand or fall alone,
Such scorn of man had help’d to brave the shock;
But men’s thoughts were the steps which paved thy throne,
Their admiration thy best weapon shone.
(Byron, Manfred 3.41.361-5)
Even though Napoleon was defeated and in exile, Byron still believed he had the
capacity to be triumphant by continuing to stand. Also adding to the imagery of glorious
defeat is the idea of the throne in stanza XLI. A throne is a symbol of authority and
success. The prison of Prometheus can be compared to a throne in that Byron
consistently viewed Prometheus as a victor in his battle against tyranny—even though
he remained enchained. This analogy takes on an even deeper meaning when the reader
lakes into consideration that the steps to this throne were paved by “men’s
thoughts”—the very things Prometheus was punished for trying to improve. Napoleon
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ultimately failed in the eyes of Byron, despite the poet’s high hopes for him. He
succeeded, however, in making himself a part of history. Napoleon’s legend, combined
with Byron's image of him sitting on a throne and wielding a weapon of admiration
promotes Napoleon to an almost mythic status.
Even Childe Harold himself can be viewed as a Promethean character—though
mostly through Cantos I and II. Like Prometheus, Childe Harold “seemed to many an
embodiment of the Romantic ideal"(Perkins 796). He was both a nobleman and an
exile — though his exile was self-inflicted. Both Prometheus and Childe Harold were
unsatisfied with the state of their worlds, and they contemplate that disappointment in
exile: “He [Childe Harold] is suffering from unrequited love; in spite of his oftenconfessed preference for solitude and his dislike for mankind, he is a
humanitarian —sternly against war and tyranny in all its forms”(Thorslev 137).
The famous “appeal to Nemesis" in Canto IV of Childe Harold's Pilgrimage
echoes Shelley’s Prometheus as he rescinds his curse:
if calmly I have borne
Good, and reserved my pride against the hate
Which shall not whelm me, let me not have worn
This iron in my soul in vain—shall they not mourn?...
Not in the air shall these my words disperse.
Though I be ashes; a far hour shall wreak
The deep prophetic fulness of this verse.
And pile on human heads the mountain of my curse!. ..
That curse shall be Forgiveness...
Have I not suffered things to be forgiven?
(Byron, Childe Harold 4.131 -135)
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G. Wilson Knight points to these stanzas as “the source for Shelley’s innovation in the
Prometheus legend—the Christian ideal of forgiveness which Prometheus exhibits
toward Zeus"(Thorslev 140).
Along with Promethean characters, Byron also developed characters who
favored Faust, Cain, Satan, the gothic villain, and the noble outlaw. However his
Prometheus is the most significant of all of Byron’s heroes:
Prometheus...[is] certainly the most sublime of all the Romantic Heroes,
and at at the same time the most refined. Since he is the Romantic Hero
apotheosized, he is pure allegory; there is nothing in him of the Gothic,
nothing of the dark mystery or taint of sin of the other Romantic heroes..
.although Prometheus lends his “Promethean” characteristics to all the
rest of these heroes, he borrows nothing from them.(Thorslev 113)
Byron seems to have held a special place in his heart and in his writings for the
mythological Titan. The Byronic hero has many faces, with the guise of Prometheus as
the noblest of them all.
The impact of Prometheus on Byron’s work can be misleading. His only work
with the Titan’s name in the title is less than sixty lines long-a length which pales in
comparison to that of his contemporaries’ Prometheus Unbound

Frankenstein; or

The Modern Prometheus. However, Frankenstein is the only Promethean work of Mary
Shelley, and while Percy Shelley incorporated the theme into “Mount Blanc” and
“Hymn to Intellectual Beauty,” it is Byron’s works which are most deeply informed by
the myth. While his use of the Titan may not always be obvious, Prometheus’ role
cannot be ignored. Byron goes as far as to state in reference to Manfi-ed:“The
Prometheus, if not exactly in my plan, has always been so much in my head, that I can
easily conceive its influence over all or any thing that I have written” (Thorslev 123).
Byron identified a great deal with the Titan: “Prometheus was an individualist, a
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skeptic, and a rebel, and all of these things Byron was too; and Prometheus was
Greek —in a sense he epitomizes Greece and Greek culture, at least as Byron saw
it — and Greece was alw^ays a symbol and an ideal in Byron’s mind”(Thorslev 124).
Byron was so enamored by Greek culture he spent the final years of his life in Greece,
trying to help the its people in their struggle for independence.
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Conclusion

The works of Pery Shelley, Mary Shelley, and Lord Byron were highly
influenced by their fascination and familiarity with ancient myths. Classical
studies —which included reading and translating ancient Greek and Latin texts—were
an essential part of the schooling undergone by the Romantic writers. Thus, these
authors were intimately familiar with Prometheus via Aeschylus’ Prometheus Bound.
Percy Shelley saw many aspects of himself in Prometheus, in addition to
characteristics he wished he could possess. Percy Shelley was proud of his status as an
intellectual and a rebel, but he lacked the ability to affect human lives the way
Prometheus did. Shelley idolized the Titan both in his mind and his works, perhaps
hoping that his readers would also see the similarities between himself and Prometheus.
The primary cause of critcism regarding Shelley’s Prometheus Unbound is his decision
to make such a clear distinction between good and evil. It is unrealistic and frankly
uninteresting to experience characters who do no wrong or are not sympathetic. By not
addressing Prometheus’ shortcomings, Shelley leaves himself open for criticism—an
opportunity of which Mary Shelley took advantage.
Although Mary Shelley composed her Frankenstein; or the Modern Prometheus
before her husband began writing Prometheus Unbound, Prometheus had long been an
object of adoration for Percy Shelley. Mary knew his opinions regarding rebellion and
idealism and felt that both were potentially dangerous. Perhaps, as a woman, Mary
Shelley did not relate to Prometheus the way her husband and Lord Byron did. She did
not consider herself an exile as they did, nor did she view rebellion in the same light.
While Percy seems to have rejected any system which suppressed the emergence of the
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individual, Mar>' welcomed regulations which were necessary to prevent chaos and
disaster. Her Proemthean characters—Victor Frankenstein and his creature—act upon
the ideals that Percy (and even Byron)so fervently embraced, but they bring about
disastrous consequences, which lead the reader to question the values of her
contemporaries.
Lord Byron — like Percy Shelley—saw Prometheus as a heroic figure, but he
also recognized the Titan’s inadequacies. He likened humankind to Prometheus, naming
both parties as troubled streams with pure sources (Byron,“Prometheus” 47-8). While
he is grateful to the Titan for his gift of fire, Byron does not claim that Prometheus is
faultless. The shortcomings of the human race do not diminish Byron’s faith in it, nor
do the failings of Prometheus make him worthy of disdain. Byron’s range of
Promethean characters is much more extensive than that of either of his
contemporaries’, and each of his characters is as distinct as the stories in which he is
found. His Promethean characters are bound to one another and to mankind by their
“mixed essence”(Byron, Manfi^ed 1.2.41). Prometheus’ limitations make him similar to
humans, while his gift of the divine spark brings humans closer to the heavens.
While their views of the mythic Titan differ, the fact that so much and such high
quality literature was dedicated to a single figure at least points to Prometheus’
signficance in the works and lives of these authors. Despite his status as a fictional
character from an ancient time and foreign place, Prometheus does in fact represent
something enormously important: the strengths and the limitations of the human spirit,
our ability to create and to persevere.
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